These differences have important implications for youth in the juvenile justice system, as highlighted in a recent volume of The Future of Children. Adolescents' relative immaturity is critical when deciding culpability and punishment for crimes committed by youth. While youth should absolutely be held responsible for their crimes, sanctions should reflect the level of culpability-which is influenced by teens' immature development.
Adolescents' relative developmental immaturity contributes to immature judgment and criminal behavior in the following ways:
• Poor decision making: Teens are less able to process information quickly and thoughtfully in real-world situations. Their ability to make good decisions in situations that require a fast and well-thought out response is sometimes flawedsuch as whether or not to go along with a friend to steal a car for a joyridebecause they do not have the ability to process the ramifications of the action quickly.
• Not thinking about the future: Teens are less likely than adults to consider the long-term consequences of their actions, termed "future orientation." This reduces their fear of punishment in the future-such as the possibility of going to jailand leads them to choose the fun of the present over the pain of the future. This is the reason that scare tactics in programs like DARE are largely ineffective.
• Giving in to peer pressure: Adolescents are more easily influenced by, pay more attention to, spend more time with, and are more responsive to their peers than adults are with friends. Teens are more likely to change their decisions or alter their behavior in response to peer pressure-to use drugs or initiate risky behavior in group situations in order to elevate their status or avoid real or imagined peer rejection.
• Risk taking: Teenagers engage in more risky behavior than adults. There are two "blind spots" that adolescents have when it comes to assessing risk that work together to increase their risk-taking behavior: 1) While teens demonstrate that they understand the level of risk associated with a given behavior under ideal (and simulated) conditions, they fail to consider these same risks in real-world situations; and 2) adolescents are more "reward sensitive" (the rush of driving fast) and less "risk averse" (getting a ticket or being in an accident) than adults.
• Impulsivity and self-control: Adolescents are more reckless than adults because they are still developing the ability to control impulses. In addition, adolescents experience more rapid and extreme changes in mood than adults do. High levels of emotional arousal, whether anger or elation, have been connected to difficulties with self-control. The combination of moodiness and impulsivity leads adolescents to have more difficulty in controlling their behavior than adults.
• Unformed identity: The development of one's sense of self-one's values, plans, attitudes, and beliefs-is one of the fundamental tasks of adolescence. During adolescence, identity is fluid, constantly changing and evolving as teens try to figure out who they are. An important part of the process of forming one's identity is experimentation with different activities and roles, which often includes risky behavior and sometimes includes engaging in crime.
Very recent research on adolescent brain development may explain some of these differences in teen thinking and behavior. An area of the brain, the pre-frontal lobes, undergoes important structural change during adolescence and young adulthood. Not surprisingly, the pre-frontal lobes are especially important in the development of advanced thinking processes such as planning ahead (i.e., "future orientation" described above), controlling emotions and impulses, and weighing the risk and reward of a decision before acting.
Data show that most adolescent criminal behavior is specific to adolescence and will not continue into adulthood. Indeed, adolescent delinquency may be the norm rather than the exception for many adolescents-one survey found that 80 to 90 percent of teenage boys admitted to committing crimes for which they could be incarcerated. However, the vast majority of delinquent youth do not continue to commit crimes in adulthood. Much like a toddler outgrows temper tantrums, most adolescents will outgrow delinquent behavior.
This reality has prompted researchers to divide adolescents who commit crimes into two groups: "adolescent limited" offenders and "lifetime persistent" offenders. The overwhelming majority of delinquent youth, even those who commit crimes serious enough to warrant arrest and juvenile justice system involvement, fall into the "adolescent limited" category.
Studies that follow these youth through young adulthood find that they grow up to become productive members of society, unless they fall victim to "snags," such as incarceration or teenage pregnancy, that hinder their development by disrupting milestones like educational attainment. This is an important caveat because often the very punishment meted out for delinquency (jail, juvenile detention) is the cause of the disruption in education. While youth should definitely be held responsible for their crimes, sanctions should not be so harsh or disruptive that they prevent youth from developing the necessary skills to become successful and productive members of society.
But if immature development is common for all adolescents, why don't all teens commit crimes? The answer is simple: environment plays an important role in whether teens' immature judgment will lead to criminal behavior. Programs (and parents) that take kids off the streets and away from temptation, therefore, tend to be successful in reducing juvenile crime. Moreover, not all teens mature at the same rate; it is true that a seventeen-year-old is very different developmentally than a twenty-seven-year-old, but it is also true that two seventeen-year-olds may have different levels of developmental maturity. This individual variation would seemingly point to a need for individualized assessment of an adolescent's developmental maturity when making decisions about culpability.
Unfortunately, our current system fails on both counts-it does not provide enough prevention programs to take youth out of harm's way, and there is no reliable method with which to make determinations about an individual adolescent's level of developmental maturity. As states consider reforms in their juvenile justice systems, prevention and proper determination of culpability based on developmental immaturity should be priorities for lawmakers.
********************************* Adapted from "Adolescent Development and the Regulation of Youth Crime," by Elizabeth Scott and Laurence Steinberg in The Future of Children: Juvenile Justice, Volume 18, Number 2, Fall 2008. www.futureofchildren.org. This "Highlight" was prepared by Hilary Hodgdon.
